Proliferating cell nuclear antigen. A marker for cell proliferation in autopsy tissues.
Antibodies to the proliferating cell nuclear antigen allow identification of proliferating cells in fresh tissue specimens using routine immunocytochemical methods. However, the use of such proliferation markers has not been verified for autopsy-derived tissue specimens, in which there is often a significant delay between the time of death and tissue specimen fixation. To assess the reliability of anti-proliferating cell nuclear antigen antibodies to identify proliferating cells in autopsy tissue specimens, an autopsy simulation was performed using fresh monkey and rat tissue specimens. These tissue specimens were kept at room temperature for predetermined numbers of hours before fixation. The proliferation specific staining was most reliable for tissue specimens obtained within 6 hours of death. There was reliable staining of proliferating regions up to 12 hours, although sensitivity was decreased. The only exception was skin, which was able to withstand much longer periods. Quantitative data from monkey spleen white-pulp regions showed 63% of the cells to stain for proliferating cell nuclear antigen when fixed immediately; this decreased to 29% of the cells after 12 hours and only 19% by 18 hours of postmortem simulation. Representative tissue specimens obtained from human autopsy material revealed similar postmortem staining patterns. Rapid procurement and fixation of tissue specimens and the use of control tissue specimens derived from the same autopsy material (eg, lymph node tissue) are recommended. These studies do suggest that anti-proliferating cell nuclear antigen antibodies can be used to identify proliferating cells in human autopsy tissue specimens obtained within approximately 12 hours of death, with some compromise in overall sensitivity.